
   Voting Rights for Women—Women’s Suffrage

In the time of the earliest settlers in the Washington Territory, women did not have the right 
to vote. In 1854, Washington nearly became the first state to grant women’s suffrage, but the 
proposal was defeated by a single vote. In an attempt to crush the woman’s suffrage movement, 
the Territorial Legislature soon after mandated that, “no female shall have the right of ballot 
or vote.” In 1871, Susan B. Anthony and Abigail Scott Duniway led a crusade through the 
territories of Washington and Oregon and helped to form the Washington Woman Suffrage 
Association. Due to the group’s constant protesting and pushing, full voting rights were given 
to women in 1883 by a bill that passed through the Territorial Legislature. But in 1887, the 
Territorial Supreme Court overturned that law. Another was passed in 1888, but was also 
overturned. This happened because women were making sales of liquor more difficult with 
their votes, and the state’s liquor lobby fought hard to remove their voting rights. In light of 
this opposition, some activists chose to emphasize the contributions of women workers to the 
community and finally, in 1910, the Washington State Constitution was permanently amended 
to grant women the right to vote. It would be ten years before the rest of the country’s women 
had that right.

1770-1779, United States
Birth of a Nation
The U.S. Constitution was ratified, 
giving only white male property 
owners 21 and over the right to vote. 
During the American Revolution, 
property qualifications for voting 
were lowered in many states, with 
several states granting suffrage rights 
to any white male who paid taxes. 

1780-1799, United States
Form of Government
Article IV, section 4 of the U.S. 
Constitution: “The United States shall 
guarantee to every state in this Union 
a republican form of government.” 
Thomas Jefferson argued that the true 
basis of a republic (representative 
democracy) is the equal right of every 
citizen to have an equal voice in the 
government’s direction. Nevertheless, 
only white property owners were 
allowed to vote.

1800-1849, United States
All White Men
National laws extended suffrage to all 
white men 21 and older, regardless of 
property holdings or religion. 

In  response, the “women’s suffrage” 
movement began in 1848 by Lucretia 
Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton who 
called the Seneca Falls Convention to 
proclaim that “all men and women are 
equal.” 

Timeline
1850-1859, Washington Territory
Voting in Washington Territory
In February 1853, Governor Stevens 
issued a proclamation calling for 
elections. At the time, the chief officers 
of the Territory were  
appointed by the President of the 
United States. Thus the election was 
only for the members of the Territorial 
Assembly (Territorial Council and 
House of Representatives) and local 
government officials.

1860-1870, United States
Attempts to Include More
In 1867, a Congressional act allowed  
blacks to vote in the District of 
Columbia and the U.S. territories. 

In 1868, Amendment 14, section 1, 
of the U.S. Constitution: “All citizens 
born or naturalized in the United 
States, and subject to the jurisdiction 
thereof, are citizens of the U.S. and 
of the state wherein they reside. 
No state shall make or enforce any 
law which shall abridge (limit) the 

privileges of the citizens nor deny any 
person within its jurisdiction equal 
protection of the laws.” 

In 1870, Amendment 15 forbade 
all states to deny any person the right 
to vote on grounds of race, color, or 
previous condition of servitude. 

1889, Washington State
Washington Becomes a State 
The act of Congress authorizing the 
organization of Washington as a state 
was passed on Washington’s birthday, 
February 22, 1889.  
    Commonly known as the “Enabling 
Act,” it “enabled” the people of North 
Dakota, South Dakota, Montana,and 
Washington to form constitutions  
and state governments. 

1900-1930, United States
Voting Rights for Women
In 1913, Alice Paul led a march of men 
and women in Washington D.C. to 
promote a women’s suffrage  
amendment. Many were arrested for 
“obstructing traffic” or “disorderly 
conduct.”  In 1920, however,  the 
Nineteenth Amendment, giving 
women the right to vote, was ratified. 

1983 Washington State
Vote by Mail Elections
Special elections were allowed to be 
conducted by mail ballot.

1991 Washington State
Absentee Ballots
Any registered voter in Washington 
may apply in writing for status as an 
ongoing absentee voter.

1992 Washington State
Presidential Preference Primary
In 1992, the first Presidential  
Preference Primary was held in 

1990-2002 Washington State
Online Information
The surge of new technology at the 
end of the 20th century allows for 
even better access to information 
through the Internet, and increased 
voting convenience with absentee 
ballots. 

2002 Washington State
Blanket Primary Proceedings
Washington won a Federal Court 
ruling to continue holding primaries 
with all candidates from all parties on 
the ballot. This ruling was reversed in 
2003.

1931-1980 United States
Finally...Civil Rights
In 1965, the landmark Voting Rights 
Act authorized the federal government 
to take over the registration of voters in 
areas where state officials had regularly 
prevented blacks and other minori-
ties from voting and registering to 
vote through prohibitive literacy tests, 
grandfather clauses, and intimidation. 

1971 Washington State
Voting Age Changed
In 1971, the Twenty-sixth Amendment 
gave 18-year-olds the right to vote. 

Grays Harbor
Montesano, 1854
Named after Capt.  
Robert Gray who  
discovered the  
harbor in 1792. 

Clallam
Port Angeles, 1854
Named after a Native  
American tribe name  
meaning “strong people”.

ADAMS
Ritzville, 1883
Named after President John Adams.

asotin
Asotin, 1883
Asotin is Native  
American for  
Eel Creek.

benton
Prosser, 1905
Named after  
Thomas Hart Benton, a 
former senator  
from Missouri.

chelan
Wenatchee, 1899
Chelan is Native  
American for  
“deep water.”

clark
Vancouver, 1844
Named after explorer  
Capt. William Clark.

coLumbia
Dayton, 1875
Named after the  
Columbia River.

cowlitz
Kelso, 1854
Named for the Cowlitz River, 
“river of the shifting sand.”

douglas
Waterville, 1883
Named for Stephen A. Douglas,  
U.S. Representative, Senator and 
Presidential Candidate. Famous 
  for his debates against 
          Abraham Lincoln.

ferry
Republic, 1899
Named for Washington State’s 
first Governor, Elisha P. Ferry.

franklin
Pasco, 1883
Named after Benjamin 
Franklin.

garfield
Pomeroy, 1881 

Named for 
President  
James A.  
Garfield.

grant
Ephrata, 1909
Named for  
Ulysses S. Grant,  
18th U.S. President.

ISLAND
Coupeville, 1853
Named for the many  
islands it contains.

Jefferson
Port Townsend, 1852
Named after President Thomas 
Jefferson.

king
Seattle, 1852
Originally named after  
Vice President William Rufus 
DeVane King. Renamed  
in 1986 after Rev. Martin 
Luther King.

      kitsap
Port Orchard, 1857  
Kitsap is Native  
American for  
“Brave Chief.”

kittitas
Ellensburg, 1883
Kittitas is a Native American 
word for “Plenty Food.”

Klickitat
Goldendale, 1859
Named for a  
Native American tribe.

lewis
Chehalis, 1845
Named for explorer 
Merriwether Lewis.

lincoln
Davenport, 1883
Named for  
President Abraham  
Lincoln.

mason
Shelton, 1854
Named for the first  
Territorial Secretary,  
C.H. Mason.

okanogan
Okanogan, 1888
Okanogan is  
Native American  
for “rendezvous.”

pacific
South Bend, 1851
Named for the  
nearby Pacific  
Ocean. 

pend oreille
Newport, 1911
Named after a  
local Native  
American tribe.

pierce
Tacoma, 1852
Named for President  
Franklin Pierce.

san juan
Friday Harbor, 1873
Named for Spanish  
explorer Juan Francisco  
de Eliza who explored  
Puget Sound in 1791.

skagit
Mount Vernon, 1883
Named for a local  
Native American tribe.

skamania
Stevenson, 1854
Skamania means “swift water.” 

snohomish
Everett, 1861
Named for a local  
Native American tribe.

spokane
Spokane, 1858
Native American for  
“child of the sun.”

stevens
Colville, 1863
Named for Washington’s  
first Territorial Governor, Isaac 
I. Stevens.

thurston
Olympia, 1852
Named for  
Sam R. Thurston,  
the first Territorial  
delegate from Oregon. 

wahkiakum
Cathlamet, 1854
Native American  
for “tall timber.” 

walla walla
Walla Walla, 1854
Named for a  
Native American  
tribe meaning  
“running water.”

whatcom
Bellingham, 1854
Named for a local  
Native American chief.

whitman
Colfax, 1871
Named for missionary  
Marcus Whitman.

yakima
Yakima, 1865
Named after the local Native 
American tribe.

Our Capitol
The first capitol in Olympia 
(above). The next capitol, 
(middle) with tower intact, 
is located blocks from the 
current site. At far right is 
the modern-day Legislative 
Building.

Washington Secretaries of State  
photos provided  by the  office of the secretary of state.

Washington Counties  
and Courthouses

(both historical and present-day)
photos provided  by the  office of the secretary of state, archives  

division and the Washington Association of County Officials.

   Voting and Elections in Washington State

From the earliest intrepid pioneers to today’s commuters, Washington has a long tradition of 
independent voters. Our state has never required voters to register with a particular political party 
as many other states have always done. 
     In addition to electing state officials to make laws for us, voters in Washington can directly 
change a law by proposing an initiative. There are two types of initiatives: an initiative to the people 
(it goes on the ballot in November) and an initiative to the Legislature (it goes to the Legislature 
in January when the Legislative session begins).  A proposed initiative must be circulated among 
voters for their signatures and signed by at least 8 percent of the number of voters who voted in the 
last election for governor. 

The Role of the Secretary of State in Elections

The Secretary of State is Washington’s chief elections officer. In addition to many other duties, the 
Office of the Secretary of State supervises state and local elections, certifies the primary and general 
elections, verifies initiatives and referendum, processes requests for absentee ballots, and distributes 
copies of election laws and regulations. The Secretary of State is elected to a four-year term. The 
County Auditor of each county conducts elections within each precinct of the county. The  
Revised Code of Washington states: “It is the policy of the state of Washington to encourage  
every eligible person to register to vote and to participate fully in all elections and to protect the 
integrity of the electoral process by providing equal access to the process while guarding against 
discrimination and fraud.” (RCW 29.04.001)

Washington in which voters had to 
choose a party-specific ballot with 
candidates from only one party. It was 
very unpopular because of the state’s 
tradition of voter independence as 
seen with the blanket primary.

1993 United States
“Motor Voter”
In 1993, The National Voter  
Registration (‘Motor Voter’) Act 
required states to offer voter  
registration at drivers licensing and 
other government offices. Washington 
passed a ‘motor voter law’ in 1990.

1914 Washington State
First Voters’ Pamphlet
Washington’s first statewide Voters’ 
Pamphlet was published in 1914.  
It is now published and distributed to 
over 3,000,000 households for general 
elections in the fall. Many Washington 
counties also produce their own voters’ 
pamphlets including information 
about candidates running for county 
positions.
1935 Washington State
Blanket Primary Begins
Washington uses a “blanket primary” 
system, where all candidates appear on 
the primary ballot, regardless of party.

First Election Returns
photos of document provided  

by the office of the secretary of state,  
archives division.

Suffrage Articles
photos of documents provided  

by the office of the secretary of state,  
archives division.

Black Panthers on the steps of the Washington 
State Capitol, 1964

photos provided by the office of the secretary of state, archives division.

Governor Isaac Stevens
photo provided by the  

office of the secretary of state,  
archives division.

Suffragettes Posting Bills
photos provided courtesy of the  

Washington State museum of history.

First Washington State 
 Voters’ Pamphlet
photos of document provided  

by the office of the secretary of state,  
elections division.

For more information on voting and elections in washington, go to www.secstate.wa.gov . Poster created and distributed by the Elections Division of The Office of the Secretary of State, Washington. Dean Logan, Director. Designed by Kathy Campbell.

  Voting Rights for Minorities—and Civil Rights

In 1868, Amendment 14 of the U.S. Constitution was passed, which states: “All citizens 
born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are 
citizens of the U.S. and of the state wherein they reside. No state shall make or enforce 
any law which shall abridge (limit) the privileges of the citizens nor deny any person 
within its jurisdiction equal protection of the laws.” And in 1870, Amendment 15 forbade 
all states from denying any person the right to vote on grounds of race, color, or previous 
condition of servitude. In 1883, Washington extended suffrage to women and as a result, 
black women in Washington became the first black women to vote in the United States. 
However, these rights would be challenged, and despite the advancements in voting 
rights, many blacks across the nation were prevented from voting through intimidation, 
literacy tests, and grandfather clauses. To support the national fight for voting rights, 
in 1964 a group of Black Panthers stood on the steps of the state capitol in Olympia 
with guns drawn. In 1965 the landmark U.S. Voting Rights Act authorized the federal 
government to take over the registration of voters in areas of the country where state 
officials had regularly prevented blacks and other minorities from voting, in order to 
grant these citizens their full voting rights.
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Types of Elections
Special Election—A special election can occur on the first Tuesday of the spring months, if there is a 
bond (a tax that will repay the purchase of bonds for public projects) or a levy (a tax).
Primary—The primary occurs in September. In a primary there is more than one candidate (usually) 
representing each party. The voters choose one candidate to represent each party in the general 
election.
General Election—The general election is held the first Tuesday in November of each year. In this election 
the top candidates of each party run against each other.

Voter Rights and  
Responsibilities 

To be eligible to register to vote 
in Washington, you must be: 

  	A United States citizen; 
 	 A resident of Washington 

State;
 	 18 years of age on or before 

the next election; and 
 	 If you have been convicted 

of a felony you must have 
your rights restored before 
you register to vote.

Allen Weir  
1889-1893

James H. Price  
1893-1897

Will D. Jenkins  
1897-1901

Sam H. Nichols  
1901-1909

J. Grant Hinkle  
1920-1933

Ernest N. Hutchinson  
1933-1938

Belle Reeves  
1938-1948

Earl Coe  
1948-1957

Victor A. Meyers
1957-1965

A. Ludlow Kramer  
1965-1975

Bruce Chapman  
1975-1981

Ralph Munro  
1981-2001

sam reed 
2001-

Capt. I. M. Howell  
1909-1920

Also in 1854, the first law passed 
by the Washington Territorial 
Assembly concerned elections. The 
law established election procedures, 
precinct boundaries, and defined 
who could vote. At the time, suffrage 
was still limited to “white male 
inhabitants over the age of twenty-
one years.”


